This article, based on a computer-assisted analysis of Weibo communications about two recent 'mass incidents' in China, offers a model for understanding online communication's influence on government legitimacy. This study explores the discourse of Weibo discussions on social protests and what impacts this discourse may have on the legitimacy of Chinese government in the digital environment. The Weibo discourses on the two mass incidents suggest two modes of online communication: one-way communication, where local residents have taken the initiative and two-way communication, initiated by both local residents and national elites. Different themes the discourses have touched suggest different types and levels of impacts Weibo discussions have on government legitimacy. More precisely, the discourse in which there is a critique of the current national political system in China is more challenging to government legitimacy than the one in which there are only demands for local changes. The online discourse about the Haimen incident on Weibo even can be seen as reinforcing government legitimacy. Therefore, the impact of online communication on government legitimacy is relative and depends on specific cases. To understand the power of online communication requires us to analyse the nature of online discourses about specific cases and then examine them within external social and political contexts and by comparing them with one another. Contextual dynamics such as social problems and tensions can function as an indicator for understanding the type and level of impact of online communication on government legitimacy.
This paper offers a model for understanding online communication's influence on government legitimacy, drawing from a computer-assisted analysis of data collected from Sina's Weibo about the 2011 Wukan and Haimen mass incidents 1 in China. We regard such impact as being relative, dynamic and depending on specific cases, rather than suggesting an objective measuring of the precise impact of online communication. We compare these two independent social events and seek to understand what kind of impact each case has and which case may have stronger impact on government legitimacy than the other one.
In this study, the data collected real time by using computational methods are unique and irreplicable. The computer-assisted analysis of the 278,980 tweets outlines the key themes of online discourses emerging in Weibo communication about the incidents. Online communication is more critical when it addresses national fundamental socio-political problems (beyond local concerns) and attracts national attention in the Wukan incident than that in the Haimen incident, as the latter predominantly concerns local issues. To understand the power of online communication thus requires us to examine the nature of online discourses about specific cases within their social and political contexts and by comparing them with one another. Contextual dynamics such as social problems and tensions can act as an indicator for understanding the type and level of impact of online communication on government legitimacy.
Online communication, government legitimacy and social protests
Online communication may impact on government legitimacy in various manners and the level of its impacts is uncertain. The promise of free online communication consolidates government legitimacy in democratic societies for increasing transparency and democracy (Schesser, 2006; Trachtman, 1998) , while failing to open online public spaces would lead to doubts on the legitimacy of governments (Schesser, 2006) . Even authoritarian regimes, such as China and Saudi Arabia, promote e-government projects and allow a certain level of online participation in order to build legitimacy for their rule (Boas, 2006; Jiang, 2010; Lagerkvist, 2010) . However, online communication on topics, such as corruption, may result in a crisis of government legitimacy in both democratic and non-democratic countries (Castells, 2009) .
Government legitimacy is the capacity of a government to justify its rule and decisions, make them acceptable by its people and bring people together to be united (Gilley, 2005) . Government legitimacy depends on 'the consent of the governed' (Rosenfeld, 2001 (Rosenfeld, , p. 1311 , and thus would be impaired if the consent was broken down. Currently, societies where social tensions are aggravated to the level of open conflict have seen the outbreak of social protests. Social protests are open expressions of collective disagreement with governments that challenge a government's legitimacy (Mitsztal, 1985) . From 'Occupy Wall Street' movements to Arab Spring uprisings, social protests have become a tough issue governments in both democratic and authoritarian societies are facing.
The use of the Internet may amplify the impact of social protests on government legitimacy. First, the Internet is regarded as offering enormous potential for organizing social protests and getting protest messages across the global public (Van de Donk, Loader, Nixon, & Rucht, 2004) . Second, the Internet fosters public discussion about protests that may encourage the public to reflect on the status quo in society and even develop resonance with social protests. The public's sympathy for and support to protests may turn public opinion against governments involved (Arquilla & Ronfeldt, 2001) .
However, it is unsure how and to what extent online communication about social protests would impact on government legitimacy. Conventional social protests are criticized as being fragmented or even disorganized (Gerlach & Hine, 1970 ). This has not been corrected in cyberspace. Despite the connectivity of the Internet, it is unclear whether a stable and strong relationship can be established and effective social pressures can be conveyed through the use of the Internet to organize social protests and send message out (Garrett, 2006) . The impact would be further limited by the quality of online communication. If the nature of online communication was like what is described as 'faceless one-dimensional stranger to stranger interaction' (Stoecker, 2000) , its impact on government legitimacy would be limited.
China's government legitimacy in crisis
Though retaining 'political supremacy' in the economic reform process (Heberer & Schubert, 2006) , the party leadership is unable to guarantee legitimacy for its rule in the new century. The dominant Communist ideology that the party is dependent on is dying in the face of economic reform and the dismantling of the old socialist system. Other ideologies, such as liberalism, are rising, which enable a critique of the regime's legitimacy (Gilley & Holbig, 2009; Guo, 2003; Holbig, 2006) . Besides, the slim possibility of having political reforms puts governments' political legitimacy in danger (Schubert, 2008) . Social problems, such as corruption, social inequality and injustice, and environmental problems, have further reduced the level of popular consent to the political legitimacy of the regime (Chen, Zhong, Hillard, & Scheb, 1997; He, 2000; Potter, 1994; Wong, 2004) .
The central government increasingly relies on stirring popular emotion, through nationalism, for example, and on domestic economic achievements to regain and maintain its legitimacy (Downs & Saunders, 1998 /1999 Shue, 2004) . A unique 'political structural reform' has been launched as part of an attempt to secure more legitimacy, introducing an idea of 'socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics', though with the one-party leadership untouched (Dickson, 2004; Heberer & Schubert, 2006) . Village elections, for example, are being promoted in rural China, helping to solve problems at local level and gaining new legitimacy for the party (Schubert, 2009; Xu, 1997) .
The central-local government relationship, where powers are decentralized, is especially utilized for the sake of consolidating government legitimacy. The current political arrangement that separates the central government from local governments' activities keeps the central government from being blamed for repressing popular resistance (Cai, 2008) . The multi-layered power structure of the government is thought of having saved the regime from collapse by leaving local governments to be held responsible for the failure in governance (Cai, 2008) . 'Inner-party purity' is maintained through punishing local governments and officials for their wrongdoing (He, 2000) .
However, the literature has also developed a critique of these efforts, hardly considering them as successful. These initiatives are thought to be limited by various national factors including 'the tensions between the central and local governments, institutional weaknesses, inconsistent policies, and the inability or unwillingness to undertake fundamental political reforms' (Lum, 2006, p. 8) . Moreover, scholars (e.g. Dickson, 2004; Heberer & Schubert, 2006) argue that the lack of a dominant ideology, the absence of substantial political reforms leading to democracy, the persistence of social problems in reality, such as corruption and growing inequality and injustice, undermine the Chinese Communist Party's ability to retain its legitimacy, as these are the fundamental threats to it. This provides some implications for the present study: it would cast more doubts on government legitimacy if online discussions address issues concerning national socio-political problems rather than others.
Information and Communication Technologies, mass incidents and government legitimacy
The last few years have witnessed the proliferation of grassroots social protests generally, and mass incidents in particular, across China, as an expression of the public's demands that cannot be fulfilled in other ways (Gilboy & Read, 2008) . Farmers, workers and home owners are among the most prominent protest groups. Contextual factors such as 'inequality and corruption', 'growing rights consciousness, organizational skill' and 'comparisons with other social movements' are responsible for growing mass incidents (Gilboy & Read, 2008; Lum, 2006) .
The spread of information about mass incidents is facilitated by the fast growth of the Internet in China. The number of Internet users increased to 564 million by December 2012 and around 42% of the Chinese population is now connected to the Internet.
2 Compared with traditional media that are banned from reporting topics like mass incidents, the online medium enjoys relatively more autonomy. The Internet has been used to organize social protests, to disseminate information about protests and to interact with the press (Fewsmith, 2008) . Recent cases, such as the Weng'an mass incident 3 in 2008, have drawn the Chinese leadership's attention to the online medium. Nevertheless, the impact of online expressions about social protests on government legitimacy is precarious. First, online world is not completely free. Both the physical network and web content are under state control (Dong, 2012; Harwit & Clark, 2001) . Internet censorship primarily aims to suppress social unrest and eliminate the possibility that online discussions will lead to collective action (Orcutt, 2012) . Posts about collective action or social protest are among the top banned topics that are required to be removed from the Internet (Hunt, 2012) .
Second, Chinese social protests are thought of as being short lived, curtailed by the repressive actions of local governments and by a weak connection between social unrest and organized political opposition, as well as being 'largely incoherent and disorganized' and 'fragmented' in themselves (Cai, 2008; Gilboy & Read, 2008) . The Internet is even seen as reinforcing the existing social structure and conditions, as it does not directly encourage the kind of political activism that might bring democracy to China (MacKinnon, 2008) .
Such impact becomes even more precarious when the social media age comes. Most recently, social media sites have been playing an increasingly important role in China's social and political life, through means such as eroding government censorship (Wines & LaFraniere, 2011) , and providing a platform for Internet users to call into question government policies, decisions and actions (MacKinnon, 2012) . Weibo, for example, has become an effective field for publicizing and discussing social events, such as protests (AFP, 2011) . However, Weibo communication could be more fragmented and unsystematic than that on Internet forums due to its technical structure and 140 words limitation.
Despite its importance, the content on social media sites remains under-researched as a whole, let alone research specifically into posts about social protests. Few previous studies that have examined web content to understand the nature of online communication have mainly looked at blogs and forums (e.g. Hassid, 2012; MacKinnon, 2008; Wu, 2008; Yang, 2003; Zhou, 2009) , leaving the content of social media sites a virgin area for research. This gap in the existing literature limits our ability to understand the nature of online communication and its challenge to government legitimacy. This study aims to fill the gap by analysing Sina's Weibo data about the Wukan and Haimen mass incidents.
Methodology
The two incidents were selected for our study because (1) both were mass incidents that were known by domestic and international worlds and (2) both took place in the Guangdong Province but had different patterns in their development, thus provided good examples for comparison.
The research was undertaken in a dynamic and agile style. We had little knowledge about what story the data set would tell us at the outset. The data exploration led us to develop the conceptual framework of the study. The whole process of carrying out the research was divided into small work tasks, which were executed iteratively until the conceptual framework clearly emerged. This was a reiterative process in which the researchers repeatedly conducted data mining, inductive logic and reasoning. The output or feedback of previous work tasks helped set tasks for next iterations. The researchers, who entered the field open-minded and unbiased regarding the impact of online communication, witnessed the full research walk-path and literally developed the research perception in the process.
This iterative process of data analysis allows us to define and refine the four open-ended research questions (enumerated below) that are initially predetermined based on the existing literature. Scholars (e.g. Davidov, Tsur, & Rappoport, 2010; Diakopoulos & Shamma, 2010; Go, Bhayani, & Huang, 2009; Hughes & Palen, 2009; Jansen, Zhang, Sobel, & Chowdury, 2009; Mendoza, Poblete, & Castillo, 2010; Pak & Paroubek, 2010) have studied the content on Twitter, such as patterns, sentiment and opinions, as well as the activities of Twitter users. Given the similar features of Twitter and Weibo, these previous researches provide a basis for this present study to develop its research design, with the aim of answering the following four research questions:
(1) What are the overall and overtime patterns of Weibo users' activities in tweeting the two incidents? (2) What themes have emerged in the tweets about the two incidents? Are they fragmented?
And how have these changed over time? (3) Can the discourse about the two incidents be seen as bringing government legitimacy into question? (4) Are there any differences between the two cases in terms of overall patterns, themes and development?
Guided by the insights gained from the data analysis and the literature, we regard how and to what extent online discussion of social protests can challenge government legitimacy lies in whether online discussion generates themes that threaten government legitimacy or not. Themes on national fundamental socio-political problems are thought of as more threatening government legitimacy than those on local issues.
Data collection and sampling
Sophisticated tools have been developed and utilized for data collection and sampling, data storing and querying, as well as data analysis and visualization. Sina's Weibo tweets on these two incidents were collected between December 2011 and June 2012, when the most dramatic and comparable trends were present in both incidents. The data collection was completed via Web request to the Weibo search Application Programming Interface (API). This routine task was executed on a daily basis throughout the collection period with relevant keywords (such as 'wukan'/'wk village'/'lufeng'/'china wukan'/'wukan event'; 'haimen'/'chaoshan haimen'/ 'HM town'/'guangdong haimen'/'haimen event'). The keyword list was first suggested by Weibo trends and then manually amended, working around the search censorship of Weibo APIs.
4 Pre-selection and filtering was applied to test the quality and reliability of data collection and prepare for the data set that will be used for further analysis. The data set was verified by extracting the most influential factors, such as popular trends, active persons and frequent word clusters. The outcome was semi-automatically audited and noise in terms of irrelevant topics and tweets was minimized. The final fully examined data set includes 278,980 tweets.
Data analysis and visualization
The data analysis comprises two parts. One examines the content of Weibo tweets and makes reference from the content to the context. This research method has been used in analysing a variety of media content including Internet, broadcasting and newspaper content (e.g. Hassid, 2012; Kirilenko & Stepchenkova, 2012; Popping, 2000; Tian & Stewart, 2005) . Second is the analysis of tweets and of the activities of Weibo users, in the way that the studies on Twitter content cited above have done. Computer-assisted analysis was deployed in these studies because of its efficiency over manual coding and the higher reliability and functional flexibility of data processing.
The data storing and querying were driven by the analytical cases, that is, the key information demanded from the data collection. MySQL, a relational database system, was used to discover the tweet/user and tweet/retweet relationships, while Apache Solr 5 was used to perform the Natural Language Processing (NLP) of Chinese Language and data analysis, that is, facet numbers of terms across timeline or categories, and SPSS was employed for clustering analysis. The analysis and visualization tools used in the process enable the specific data insights over the data stored by illustrating the influential factors, for example, term frequency analysis and scheme clustering.
Given the scale of nearly 280 k Weibo posts, discourse analysis via manual coding is difficult to conduct. The clustering analysis in this research was based on collections of statistical models such as Term Frequency-Inverse Document Frequency and co-occurrence of most frequent and meaningful terms. The sophisticated NLP tools specialized for Chinese language was deployed in determining the word tokenization and constructing the meaningful thesaurus lists separately for Haimen and Wukan. The statistics-based and NLP conformable method offers an easy and efficient way to access the contextual meaning of data. Besides, the research design in this practice intends to develop a common framework, in which data analysis can be generalized at certain level to interrogate data collections across different stories and conclude the analysis with comparable outcome.
There is a three-step operation in the data analysis. First, the quantitative data insight revealed the basic facts of Weibo activities, the top 100 6 most active users ranked by the amount of posts they made and grouped by profile types, the ratio of original tweets against retweets and the top 100 most popular retweets, in order to answer Q1. Second, the content analysis of Weibo tweets answered Q2 and Q3. The data query crossed all tweets to develop the frequency list of words. And then a group of words with the top 100 frequencies were statistically clustered by the cooccurrence possibilities within the same tweet. The approaches of hierarchical clustering analysis (creating dendrograms using Ward's method) were used. The clustering analysis, which has been used in previous studies (Balasubramanyan, Lin, & Cohen, 2010; Murphy, 2001; Tian & Stewart, 2005) , offered an understanding of themes and semantic relations among these words. The event developments include several phrases. Clustering analysis for each phase was conducted to find more subtle themes emerging in different stages to identify the changes over time in the discourse on Weibo. Thirdly, research findings for the two incidents were compared, to measure the similarities and differences, in order to answer Q4.
Findings: two modes of Weibo communication An overall image
Overall, communication on Weibo about the two incidents has been very active. During the sampling period, 159,902 Internet users have posted a total number of 278,980 tweets about the two incidents with a mean of 1.52 tweets per user. In addition, the number of retweets (186,545) was about twice the number of original tweets (92,435). The Wukan case (Wukan for short) saw much more active user participation than the Haimen case (Haimen for short), in respect both to the numbers of tweets and the numbers of participants; 136,907 users posted 243,309 tweets in Wukan, while 35,671 tweets were sent by 22,995 users in Haimen.
Four types 7 of Internet users -local residents or someone who has personal connections to the place, elites, 8 news organizations (both new media companies such as Sina and traditional media such as newspapers) and ordinary people whose identity cannot be identified -are found to be most active users (Figures 1 and 2 ). Notably most traditional news organizations participating are from the print media rather than television. Among the top 100 most active users, local residents and ordinary people were responsible for the majority of the posts: around 72% in Wukan and 81% in Haimen. They were more likely to retweet posts made by other users rather than tweet original posts made by themselves. By contrast, elites and news organizations were more likely to send their original messages. In both cases, except for only 22 messages in Wukan, most tweets posted by news organizations were original. Elites behaved differently in the two cases. Elites tweeted and retweeted a nearly equal number of tweets in Wukan, but only posted the messages they themselves generated in Haimen. That is to say, more messages produced by other users were regarded as credible by elites and news organizations in Wukan than in Haimen.
The distribution of tweets in the two incidents displays similarities as well as differences in their trends, viewed on a daily basis (Figure 3) . On the one hand, Weibo communication in both incidents reached a peak at 22 December 2011. This date was crucial, as it marked the final day of consecutive protests in Haimen and of confrontation between the villagers and the authorities in Wukan. On the other hand, the attention given to Haimen was rose sharply to a peak and then fell abruptly, dropping to trough within a short period of time, while the attention to Wukan lasted for a longer period of time, with ups and downs within the overall pattern. The longer the online attention lasted, the stronger the impact it potentially had on the real world.
Attention to both cases on Weibo showed variations in accordance with the development of actual events over the sampling time. The peaks more or less match the turning points of the events. As noted already, in Wukan the highest peak occurred on 22 December 2001, when the government came to negotiate with the villagers. Other peaks corresponded to the start of the December protest, the election of the village committee and the village elections (respectively, on 7 December 2011, 1 and 11 February, 3 and 4 March 2012). In Haimen, the highest peak matched the occurrence of the protests from 20 to 23 December 2011. Among the top 100 most active users, Wukan has fewer profiles that no longer exist (around 6.4%) than Haimen (around 11.4%). It is difficult to trace why these accounts no longer exist. If the main reason why these profiles have disappeared is due to censorship by the Chinese government, then one could argue that Haimen has experienced a higher level of censorship than Wukan. But, indeed, in the data collection stage, we found censorship changed over time, sometimes lighter, but sometimes tighter.
In general, the Weibo discussion about the incidents presents two modes of online communication. Online communication about Wukan was both led by local population elites and featured themes with a national perspective, enjoying long-term attention from online users and two-way interaction between elites and the local residents of Wukan. Communication on Weibo about Haimen, however, was led by the local population, transient, locally focused and characterized by one-way communication from local residents to outsiders.
Wukan on Weibo: populace and elite-led two-way initiation of communication Communication on Weibo in Wukan was elite led for two reasons. One reason is the active participation of elites and news organizations in the discussion. The second reason is the association of elite names with the themes of the discourse, which implies the role of elites in giving the Weibo discourse national meaning. The elite-led nature of the discussion suggests that the online communication was initiated by both local residents and those from outside.
Elites and news organizations both appeared to be active in the Wukan discussion. Nearly a third (31.3%) of the top 100 most active users and two out of the top 10 most active users (Table 1) were elites and news organizations. Despite the fact that ordinary people were most active type of users, elites were the category of users whose messages were most frequently retweeted by other users (Figure 4) . Users preferred to retweet messages created by elites (accounting for 60%), followed by those by local residents (14%) and news organizations (13%). The more intensive attention from elites and news organizations in Wukan gives the incident a more national dimension.
Wukan has a discourse with focuses on keywords such as 'democracy', 'enlightenment', 'reform', 'rights', 'hope' and 'China'. Its seven clusters (Table 2 ) emphasize the aftermath (demands for democracy and reform) and meaning of the incident rather than the incident itself. No themes suggested by the clusters were related to the demonstrations by Wukan villagers and their clashes with local government or the police. Except for one theme on the actual election, the majority of the clusters are about democracy, reform and the historical significance of this event, suggesting that the solutions to the problems raised by Wukan and the guarantee of the protection of rights are democracy, reform and the achievement of local autonomy. The themes in Wukan include the demands of the protesters that are about 'democracy', 'reform', 'election', 'rights protection' and 'justice'. In addition, the Wukan discourse on Weibo is plural and has historical and contextual meanings. For example, on one theme that examines the historical meaning of Wukan, the discourse relates Wukan to what happened in Xiaogang Village in the 1980s, a symbol of China's economic reform. These themes are also associated with the names of members of the elite, such as 'Xiong Wei', 'Xue Manzi', 'Xiao Shu' and 'Han Zhiguo', which appear in the clusters of 'democracy', 'reform', 'elites' and 'meaning', and are associated with keywords such as 'democracy', 'election', 'enlightenment', 'reform', 'change' and 'Xiaogang Village'. The name of the Guangdong provincial governor, Wang Yang, also appeared in the solution cluster. This association between elites and the discourse of democracy is prominently displayed in different phases of the incident.
The distribution of tweets over time in Wukan (Figure 3) , matching the development of the incident itself, is divided into four phases: protest (before 20 December 2011), negotiation (from 20 December 2011 to 31 January 2012), election (from 1 February to 3 March 2012) and post-election (from 4 March 2012 afterwards). The themes in the protest phase are unclear, merely suggesting two focuses on the protest itself and on Weibo functionality, such as retweeting (Table 3) . No keywords are relevant to democracy or election or elites at all in the top 100 keywords. When it comes to the negotiation phase, themes of 'literacy', 'election', 'democracy', 'demand' and 'justice' emerged and keywords about elites such as 'Yu Jianrong', 'Xiong Wei', 'Xue Manzi', 'Xiao Shu' and 'lawyer' started appearing in the top 100 keywords. The theme of 'literacy' was prominent throughout the last three phases. In the theme, members of the elite, such as 'Xiaoshu' and 'Xue Manzi', mobilized Web users to make donations to create a 'book fund' for Wukan villagers in order to increase their reading abilities and literacy, which was seen as crucial for achieving democracy and enlightenment. This discourse of democracy becomes stronger in the third phase of election. The theme of 'historical meaning' and new keywords of elites 'Wu Jiaxiang' and 'Han Zhiguo' appeared. The keywords of 'Wang Yang', the Guangdong governor, and 'Liu Jianfeng', a journalist, appeared in the final post-election phase. The themes in the second, third and fourth phases remain similar about democracy. And the theme of 'literacy' is also connected with the themes of 'democracy', 'election' and 'historical meaning'.
Haimen: populace-led one-way initiation of communication By contrast, Haimen is more like a local rather than a national event. The lack of enthusiasm of elites and news organizations for the topic in contrast to the level of activity of local residents in Haimen suggests the Weibo communication about this event is led by the local population and is characterized by the initiation of communication from local residents to the outside world in one direction only.
In Haimen, local residents were the type of users who were most active, as well as those producing the messages which were mostly retweeted by other users. Only around 3% of the top 100 most active users in Haimen were members of the elites and news organizations. The messages that were most likely to be retweeted are produced by local residents (29, 29%), followed by ordinary people (19, 19%) and then elites (18, 18%). All the top 10 most active users were local residents and ordinary people (Table 4) .
The themes in Haimen are from a local perspective, emphasizing keywords such as 'protest', 'pollution', 'oppose', 'town government', 'environment' and 'solution'. As illustrated in Table 5,   9 the seven clusters in Haimen reflect an emphasis on the mass incident itself: a mass incident happened in Haimen (cluster 1), its cause: a concern for possible pollution from the second power plant (cluster 2) and on-site scenes (clusters 3, 5 and 7): such as, people blocking the Shenshan highway, dialogues being sought, tear gas being used, police and armed police arriving on the scene, and 'mothers' (old female Haimennese, according to relevant news reports) appearing as a symbol of support. In addition, Weibo messages also appealed for a solution in cluster 6. The demands of protesters in Haimen were limited to 'solving' the problem and 'opposing' the establishment of the power plant. No elite names were mentioned in Haimen, except the name of a newspaper journalist who was on the scene, Li Yong, which appeared in the cluster of 'on-site scene 3'.
The distribution of tweets in Haimen (Figure 3 ) suggests three phases in its development: rising (before 23 December 2011), declining (from 23 December 2011 to 6 January 2012) and fading out (after 7 January 2012). A detailed clustering analysis for each phase suggests that the discourse of the first two phases is about the incident itself and on-site scenes, while the discourse of the third phase is driven by mainstream media coverage of government opinion about this incident (Table 6 ). In the third phase, most tweets were retweeting a link to a news report rather than posting self-generated content by Weibo users. The keywords in clusters 1, 2 and 3 are highly consistent with the news report 10 covered in the Guangzhou Daily on 15 January 2012. The discourse in the first two phases also mentioned 'Wukan', which shows a sort of link between these two cases in the discourse of social unrest on Weibo. Few elite names were mentioned here. Only the names of 'Wang Keqing' and 'Xu Xing' were mentioned, and this was in the context of the incident itself.
The role of Weibo
Notably, the analysis implies the importance of Weibo in publicizing the two cases. One theme common to the two incidents concerns the functionality of Weibo itself, which often appears with key words such as 'attention', 'retweet', 'share' and 'support', as suggested in the clusters. On-site scene 3
On-site scene, develop, support, Li Yong, mothers, today (jintian), now, see, reply (huifu), haha (Continued) Both cluster 1s that include keywords of the events themselves as well as 'http' and 'cn' imply that the discourse about what happened is often associated with web links.
Discussion and conclusion: national/local dynamics and the power of Weibo communication
It is clear from the analysis above that Weibo functions as a platform for protestors to express their demands and for other Internet users to communicate their views. This function has facilitated the publicizing and dissemination of information about politically sensitive social protests in locales and won the attention of the national public who resonate with local protesters across time and space. Such national attention has given 'oxygen' to social protests and helped to connect different social protests together (as manifested in the Haimen discourse that links back to the Wukan case). Local residents spelled out their demands and voiced their concerns, breaking down the control over the terms of the debate by local authorities. Local experiences shared on Weibo may be echoed by the national public that may or may not share similar experiences in their own life contexts. This is emancipatory in itself especially under the circumstances where news media are far from being independent, lacking the full capacity to facilitate what Thompson (1995) calls as 'mediated experience' and 'mediated interaction' among the national public. Both incidents involved protests against the wrongdoing of local governments or officials, occurring nearly simultaneously in the same province. Weibo communication about the two cases, however, reveals significant differences. The length and intensity of online attention, the types of participants or the themes in discourse all signified the Haimen case as a transient populace-led local event with local demands and concerns, but revealed the Wukan case to be a longlasting event, led by the local population as well as members of national elites, producing demands for national democracy and a critique of the current national political system in China.
In the Wukan incident, where the original event was local but influences the national debate, intense attention from elites and news organizations is crucial for keeping online discussion alive and keeping the events in the national consciousness. In this case, the communication mode was a two-way one between protesters (local residents) and outsiders. From the second stage of its development, online communication about the Wukan events became led by rightist elites from outside the village. Elites' resonance extends the scope and influence of an event at local level to a national and even international level. The discourse in this case -of democracy and reform -moved it beyond local demands. Such a discourse in fact is the discourse of liberal intellectuals, as it is highly associated with posts published by members of the elites and news Other mass incidents Again, phoenix media, East, compared to the last time, this time, ten times, Xu Xing, outburst organizations. They act as opinion leaders, shaping the development of the discourse and targeting political reform at the national level. In this sense, the power of Weibo lies in creating a possibility for connecting local demands with intellectuals' political demands at national level for political reform. However, in the Haimen incident, the communication remained mostly one way from protesters (local residents) to outsiders. The communication in this case was mainly led by the local populace as they wanted to attract the attention of the whole society, while the notice paid to the events by members of the elite was short lived and weak. In this case, elites and news organizations seldom paid attention and the trend for online discussion was transient. The discourse centred mainly on local demands, requesting the local government to stop building the second coal-fired power plant and to release those who had been arrested in Haimen.
The findings suggest different levels of impacts of online communication on government legitimacy in the two cases. The Wukan discourse that is associated with national political reform and democracy brings some big and fundamental challenges to both central and local governments' legitimacy. Such demands touch the very principles underlying socio-political problems in China. While the demand for democracy threatens the legitimacy of the ruling party, the requirement to increase villagers' literacy lays the basis for a greater degree of political transparency by allowing people to see through government attempts at obscurantism. This is a forbidden zone that the Chinese central government has tried to prevent anyone from moving into since the 1989 political trauma over the Tiananmen protests. Discourses like this can have national resonance rather than be limited to locales. When the discourse began associating mass incidents with democracy and protection of human rights rather than focusing on the physical battle with the police, doubts began to be raised about the legitimacy of the ruling party as a whole. The stronger the voices for democracy are, the greater the challenge to government legitimacy is. In the process, the participation of elites and news organization as well as national attention for local events act as an important leverage, although we cannot be certain whether the participation of elites and news organizations has led to the national importance placed on any local mass incident or the severity of the local mass incident and its potential national significance has attracted the attention of elites and news organizations.
However, in the case of Haimen, there is only a critique of local government and an attempt to correct local wrongdoing. Local demands that do not correspond to the interests of distant Internet users have little revolutionary resonance. The central government appears to be separate from local governments and thus is seemingly immune from demands focused on local issues. The legitimacy of the central government can even be reinforced by punishing local governments and focusing people's anger towards local officials. Local people are willing to appeal to the central government in order to obtain justice. Through punishing local governments and correcting their wrongdoing, the central government is able not only to establish a reforming image for itself but also to reduce the social grievances of the people. Functioning as a safety valve that releases the pressure of the complaints of ordinary people, this in turn helps the solidity and maintenance of government legitimacy.
Notably, this tactic can also be seen in the third and fourth phases of the Wukan case. The voting experiment in Wukan, the support from governments of higher administrative levels and the positive involvement of Wang Yang -the party boss of the Guangdong Provincecould turn the online discourse into a way of fostering an open image for the state which helps consolidate government legitimacy in China. Despite having the deceptive possibility of consolidating government legitimacy in the Wukan case, when it comes to national political reform, the village election still has some potential to undermine that legitimacy.
Communication is the power of the digital age (Castells, 2009 ). This study shows that the power of Weibo communication relies in the national nature of discourse surrounding particular events constructed on Weibo. The more resonance with the events the national public and intellectuals have, the bigger impact online communication has on government legitimacy in general. The deeper themes online discourse touches, the more critical and powerful online communication is. Therefore, the impact of online communication on government legitimacy in one case needs to be considered in comparison with that in another case and understood within their socio-political contexts, taking contextual dynamics, such as social tensions, into account.
